James Ferinnore Cooper

ment of Venice, strictly speaking, became the hero of the
tale."

The human agencies are dwarfed by the impersonal work-
ing of a system of exploitation that publicly observing all
of the forms of justice operates tyrannically in the interests
of the small senatorial class. Even a senator who profits from
it does not understand its true nature ("To him Venice
seemed a free state, because he partook so largely of the bene-
fits of her social system."). He is free to act selfishly because
he sees himself acting always in the public and not in his
private interest.* The system can make use of individual vir-
tue as well as vice, can pervert good impulses to its own ends.
When the Council has secretly murdered an old fisherman
for protesting too vehemently against the impressment of
his grandson into the state galleys, a virtuous senator sug-

* "A senator, he stood in relation to the state as a director of a
moneyed institution is proverbially placed in respect to his cor-
poration; an agent of its collective measures, removed from the
responsibilities of the man. He could reason warmly, if not acutely,
concerning the principles of government, and it would be difficult,
even in this money-getting age, to find a more zealous convert to
the opinion that property was not a subordinate, but the absorbing
interest of civilized life."

In this and his two succeeding novels Cooper's aim was "a
series of tales, in which American opinion should be brought to
bear on European facts." But occasionally, as in the sentences just
quoted, he glanced at American facts to note that they were
startlingly like the European. The reference to a bank is particu-
larly significant since political radicals back home had already be-
gun their attack on the Bank of the United States. And the obser-
vation that the corporate form permitted individuals to escape
moral responsibility for their acts was typical of liberal opinion
in the Jacksonian era. Compare W. M. Gouge, A Short History
of Paper Money and Banking in the United States (1833): "As direc-
tors of a company, men will sanction actions of which they would
scorn to be guilty in their private capacity."
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